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Mr. Chairman, members of the Subcommittee, I am John Palatiello, Executive Director of 
MAPPS, a national trade and professional association of more than 150 of the nation’s leading 
mapping, geospatial and geographic information firms.  Our members provide location and 
geography-based services ranging from commercial satellite remote sensing to land surveying, 
and every service in between. 

Mr. Chairman, members of the Subcommittee, I’d like to commend you for holding this hearing. 

The House Resources Committee is the venue for great debates over Federal land acquisition, 
multiple-use and wilderness designation, recreation and resource development, and other 
important public lands issues. 

I am not here today to take one side or another on any of those very important and sometimes 
contentious issues. 

What I am here today to suggest is that regardless of one’s position on those issues, we all should 
agree that those policy debates should be made based on the most current and accurate 
information.  And I am here to suggest the Federal Government does not have the most current 
and accurate information. 

The revelation last week as to who “Deep Throat” was in Watergate, reminds me of the seminal 
question Senator Howard Baker coined during the Watergate hearings.  He asked, “What did the 
President know and when did he know it?” 

In the context of today’s hearing, the question is “What does the Federal government own, and 
where does it own it? 

The answer, Mr. Chairman, is the Federal government does not know what it owns, where it 
owns it, what condition it is in, what its appraised or market value is, what its characteristics are, 
whether it is still in the public interest for the government to own it, whether it should be 
surplused and disposed, or what its designated use should be.  
The Government Accountability Office (GAO),  GAO-03-122, found over 30 Federal agencies 
control hundreds of thousands of real property assets worldwide, including facilities and land, 
worth hundreds of billions of dollars. However, the portfolio is not well managed, many assets 
are no longer consistent with agency mission or needs and are therefore no longer needed, and 
many assets are in an alarming state of disrepair.  In 1995, GAO told Congress “The General 
Services Administration publishes statistics on the amount of land managed by each federal 
agency.  However, we found this information was not current or reliable”.  (GAO-T-RCED-95-
117).  



 
As far back as 1980, the National Research Council/National Academy of Sciences said, “There 
is a critical need for a better land-information system in the United States to improve land-
conveyance procedures, furnish a basis for equitable taxation, and provide much-needed 
information for resource management and environmental planning.” (Need for a Multipurpose 
Cadastre). 
 
In the 97th Congress, 1981, Mr. Lujan of New Mexico, the former ranking minority member of 
this committee and later Secretary of the Interior, introduced H.R. 4399, the Federal Land Survey 
Act.  That bill included a provision to direct the Secretary of the Interior, the Secretary of 
Commerce, and the Secretary of Agriculture, in consultation with State governors and the 
President of the National Academy of Sciences, to: (1) conduct an assessment of multipurpose 
national cadastre information needs; and (2) develop a feasibility study for the establishment of a 
multipurpose national cadastre system.  Although that bill did not pass, the need for a land 
information system, particularly of Federal lands, is still needed today.  By the way, that 
bipartisan legislation had 29 cosponsors, including then-Representatives Cheney of Wyoming 
and Mineta of Calilfornia.  
We strongly support H.R. 1370, the Federal Land Asset Inventory Reform, or “FLAIR” Act, 
introduced in March of this year by Mr. Cannon of Utah. 
 
Why is a Federal land inventory, as envisioned in the FLAIR Act necessary? 
 
First, as I noted earlier, GAO has found that the government lacks a current, accurate, reliable 
land inventory. 
 
Second, the Federal government’s poor management of its real property assets is one of the High 
Risk activities of the government, as identified by GAO.  In its most recent report, in January of 
this year, GAO said, many of the Federal government’s assets “are no longer effectively aligned 
with, or responsive to, agencies’ changing missions.  Further, many assets are in an alarming 
state of deterioration.”  GAO also said “compounding these problems are the lack of reliable 
governmentwide data for strategic asset management.” (High Risk Series – An Update, GAO-05-
207). 
 
Third, since the National Academy issued its recommendation in 1980, the technology and 
capability of land or geographic information systems (GIS) has exploded. 
 
Over the past decade, nearly 30 Governors and State Legislatures have created state land 
inventories.   
 
Let me give you three examples of what some States have found.  
 
1. In California, an inventory discovered that in 1955, the state purchased a golf course in 
Oakland to make way for a highway.  The road was never built, and the state still owns the land, 
unbeknownst to any state agency. 
 



2. In South Carolina, Governor Mark Sanford (R) found the University of South Carolina, a state 
university, still owned Wedge Plantation, a 1,500 acre tract valued at $5 million, originally used 
for research of insect-borne diseases, but now leased to a half-dozen hunters who pay no rent. 
 
3. In Massachusetts, the idea of a land inventory to identify surplus or under-utilized government 
land has caught on.  House Speaker Salvatore DiMasi (D) wants to inventory state owned land in 
order to use the real estate to solve another problem – a shortage of affordable housing.  As the 
Patriot-Ledger, a South Boston newspaper, said in an editorial, “The state is forever tinkering 
with laws and regulations to encourage affordable housing while overlooking land in its own 
inventory.” 
 
The return on investment for such “cadastres” or geographic information systems (GIS) is 
significant. 
 

• The Los Angeles County Assessors Office has reduced their yearly overtime hours from 
1200 to zero. The cost and staff saving have been generated by a more automated assessor map 
creation and reproduction methodology with GIS. 

 
• The state of Wyoming used its GIS to audit the mass appraisal process and found that 

approximately 250,000 parcels were not on the tax rolls. 
 
• In 1995, the city of Philadelphia (PA) used GIS to optimize their garbage truck routes. 

In the following year the city saved over $1 million in overtime.  
 

• The Metropolitan Sewer District (Cincinnati, OH) used GIS to find parcels with sewer 
connections which were not being billed. The District generated thousands of dollars of missing 
revenue that more than covered the cost of their GIS. 

 
• A study to determine the possible cost savings that could be achieved by implementing 

a multi-participant GIS system discovered that if data were exchanged electronically, Santa Clara 
County, CA estimated that staff time would be reduced by 75 percent, resulting in an annual 
savings of $720,000. In addition, it was estimated that if all agencies and departments used the 
same base map and map updates were coordinated to eliminate duplication of effort 
approximately $684,000 in map maintenance costs could be saved annually. 

 
• The city of St. Paul, MN participated in the Local Update of Census Addresses (LUCA) 

program. This program allows communities to ensure that the Census Bureau has accurate 
information. The City used GIS and identified 1,099 housing units that the Census Bureau had 
not accounted for. The 2,900 people residing in the additional housing will result in the City 
receiving an additional estimated $5 million in federal funding over a ten-year period. 

 
• Chester County PA reported that using traditional sampling techniques against the 

CATV database, returned an error rate that computed to $2,000.  Nine months later, GIS allowed 
us to utilize all the cable company’s address records from the identical database. They identified 
customers not in assessment database, records had improper taxing districts, mailing address 
errors, and more. The result: $63,000 in revenue was generated from this analysis; cellular phone 
audit returned $650,000, and resort tax audit for condominium properties brought in $700,000. 

 



• A statewide cadastre, or land inventory, partially funded by BLM, in Montana found a 
return on investment of $1.25 for every $1 invested, and an efficiency savings of 65 percent on 
every transaction conducted using the system. 
 
Thousands of acres, valued at billions of dollars, could be in Federal ownership, that Uncle Sam 
doesn’t know he owns.  This land may not need to be in Federal ownership any longer.  It could 
be put on the tax rolls, providing for economic activity and generating tax revenues. 
 
A Republican Study Committee fact sheet on Federal real estate holdings reports that more than 
5.1 million acres of federal land are classified as “vacant” with no definable purpose.  
Representative Duncan of Tennessee, a member of the Resources Committee, had the 
Congressional Research Service review the Bureau of Land Management’s area plans.  CRS 
found 3.3 million acres of lands which BLM’s land use planning process has identified as surplus 
and suitable for disposal.   
 
An accurate inventory is an important feature of good land management.  Proper conservation, 
recreation and multiple use activities are dependent on accurate information about the 
government’s land ownership.  
 
The American taxpayer can also be the biggest beneficiary of a “cadastre”, also known as a land 
information system or geographic information system (GIS). Many units of local government -- 
cities, counties -- have used such land information systems, or even single purpose digital parcel 
or tax mapping programs, to more accurately and efficiently inventory real estate within the 
jurisdiction. There are numerous examples where local government has used GIS to identify tens 
of millions of dollars in annual property taxes that were unpaid or under paid. These systems 
have paid for themselves many times over, many in the first year alone. 
 
It is time the U.S. government invested in a similar methodology and technology to identify and 
inventory its land holdings.  Such a system can help enhance the management of Federal lands, 
identify lands that could be put to higher priority use, as well as those that are no longer needed 
by the government and can be made surplus and sold, thus bringing revenue and savings to the 
Federal budget. 
 
Mr. Chairman, I would call particular attention to section 2(c) of H.R. 1370.  It calls for the 
Secretary of the Interior to conduct an inventory of inventories of Federal land.  In our 
estimation, H.R. 1370 can save the government money by eliminating numerous duplicate, non-
interoperable, inaccurate, single-purpose land inventories with a single, multi-purpose federal 
and inventory or information system, at a lower cost than the current practice.  Over the years, 
Congress has in good faith and with the best of intentions authorized numerous inventories.  
Here are some examples: 
Section 1711 of the Federal Land Policy and Management Act of 1976 (43 U.S.C. 1711) 
contains the following requirement: 

“Continuing inventory and identification of public lands; preparation and maintenance  
(a) The Secretary shall prepare and maintain on a continuing basis an inventory of all 
public lands and their resource and other values (including, but not limited to, outdoor 
recreation and scenic values), giving priority to areas of critical environmental concern. 
This inventory shall be kept current so as to reflect changes in conditions and to identify 



new and emerging resource and other values. The preparation and maintenance of such 
inventory or the identification of such areas shall not, of itself, change or prevent change 
of the management or use of public lands.  
(b) As funds and manpower are made available, the Secretary shall ascertain the 
boundaries of the public lands; provide means of public identification thereof including, 
where appropriate, signs and maps; and provide State and local governments with data 
from the inventory for the purpose of planning and regulating the uses of non-Federal 
lands in proximity of such public lands.”  
 

Responsibility for this provision of law rests primarily with the Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM). 
 
Section 601 of the Healthy Forests Restoration Act of 2003 (Public Law 108-148) provides,  

 
“Secretary of Agriculture shall carry out a comprehensive program to inventory, 
monitor, characterize, assess, and identify forest stands (with emphasis on 
hardwood forest stands) and potential forest stands” 

Pursuant to the Agricultural Foreign Investment Disclosure Act of 1978 (AFIDA), the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture gathers information on foreign ownership of domestic agricultural 
land to determine whether such alien landholding is an issue of concern. AFIDA requires a 
foreign person who acquires or transfers any interest in US agricultural land to file a report of 
that ownership interest with the Secretary of Agriculture.   

There are numerous other provisions of law that require the Federal government to inventory 
land, both real estate it owns, as well as other tracts of property.  There is, for example, also an 
Abandoned Mine Land Inventory and a National Wetlands Inventory. 

A news media report indicates that Interior Secretary Norton has identified more than “100 
property databases across dozens of computer operating systems”. 

The problem is none of the inventories is current or accurate.  Moreover, there are duplicative 
and redundant inventories that waste tax dollars.  Most are created and maintained for a single 
purpose.  Few are compatible or “interoperable” with one another. 
The GAO has also found, with regard to the government’s current mapping, geographic 
information systems, and inventory activities, “federal agencies are independently acquiring and 
maintaining potentially duplicative and costly data sets and systems.  Without better 
coordination, such duplication is likely to continue”. (GAO-04-703, Geospatial Information: 
Better Coordination Needed to Identify and Reduce Duplicative Investments) 
 
Waste and duplication can be avoided if the government knew what inventories it had.  By 
integrating these data bases, redundancy can be identified and eliminated.  Resources can be 
applied to gaps in data rather than duplicative data. 
 
Based on this inventory of inventories, tax dollars can be saved by eliminating the wasteful, 
redundant, non-interoperable and duplicative land inventories, and replacing them with a single, 
multi-purpose land inventory, or cadastre.  The elimination of wasteful inventories can more than 
pay for a single effort that can be done once and used many times for many purposes and 
applications.  That is what H.R. 1370 does. 



 
Once the multipurpose inventory is complete, the government can become a better real property 
asset manager, and a responsible steward of its land holdings.  This will result in more efficient 
land management, again providing savings.  Additionally, areas for multiple-use can be better 
identified, thus enhancing the American citizens’ use of public lands and generate more revenue 
from leasing, mineral rights, recreation and fees from other activities. Moreover, legislation to 
facilitate a process by which the Federal Government can more efficiently sell its surplus lands 
can be enacted.  This will not only help state and local government by providing them land they 
can manage as open space, or these lands can be sold to the private sector for economic 
development, thus expanding the local tax base and creating jobs.  The proceeds of these sales 
can be used to balance the budget and pay down the debt, be invested in higher priority activities 
such as roads, schools, parks, environmental protection, resource management and maintenance 
in our National Parks.   
 
We believe the FLAIR Act is the next legislation, following the Government Performance and 
Results Act (GPRA), the Chief Financial Officers Act, and the Government Management 
Reform Act (GMRA), that serves the taxpayers, is a good-government reform, and is necessary 
for the government to properly manage its assets and be the proper steward of the public lands 
the American people expect the government to be. 
 
Mr. Chairman, we urge the committee’s prompt passage of H.R. 1370 and thank the committee 
for the privilege of sharing our views. 
 
 
 
 


